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hereditary profession of many of the Chakyar families of Kerala. I am proud to say 

that I belong to the Ammannur Chakyar Madhom, which is zealously devoted to 
these arts and has preserved and transmitted them from generation to generation, without 
a break for centuries, Our family was called Madhom; the meaning of the word ‘Madhom’ 
is conveyed by the definition ‘Madhah chhatradi nilayah’. It is, in other words, a kind of 
Gurukulam. In my childhood, my elder brother Parameswaran and myself were the only 
male children of our family. My eldest uncle named Chachu Chakyar was a renowned 
artiste, famous all over Kerala. His younger brother (my younger uncle) Madhava 
Chakyar, though not very renowned, was still a great exponent of Kittu and Katiyattam. 
The Ammannur family enjoyed the privilege of performing every year the periodical 
ritualistic Kiittu and Katiyattam in some of the great temples of Kerala. In order that these 
performances might be made every year without any hitch or hindrance, the Devaswoms 
concerned had given over to the Ammannur family some houses and plots of land near the 
temples concerned; the property thus given was called Kittu-viruthi. If by some chance 
the performance was defaulted, the temples reserved the right to take back the property 
from the family. This obligation to perform the annual Kiittu and Kitiyattam made it 
compulsory for the family to reserve the male members of the family to devote themselves 
to the study of these arts. ; 

By an established long-standing custom of the Chakyar families, the male children of 
the families had their vidyarambha at the age of three; then they learned the alphabet and 
had their elementary education. At the age of seven they would be initiated into the 
elementary lessons of Kittiyattam. Besides learning the lessons in the Sanskrit language, 
there was daily training in the basic lessons of Kitiyattam which began at four in the 
morning. The basic training is to recite loudly the slokas in the appropniate ragas. While 
singing the slokas, the trainee should remain in the basic posture of the Katiyattam 


dancer-i ing the hands in mushti or first with closed fingers, 
in the samapada posture, holding the "The slokas would be selected 


and moving them a riately to the tune of the singing. 

from different beets nate would be continued for two hours as a ee 
(Voice-training). About half of these slokas were devotional verses composed in : ue 
Srikanthi. Uncle Madhava Chakyar was the Guru for me and my brother. If the unc : ine 
absent on a day, his mother (our grandmother) would teach us ee So 
Occasionally the eldest uncle, the great Chachu Chakyar himself, would take up : pe 
During the daytime, we were made to lea the Nityakriyas — 7m lunch at 
consisted of the dance of the characters in the Purappad part of the ee rant nae of 
noon, we had to leam by heart the *Siddharupa’ and the Amarakosa as important pi 


T« classical theatre arts of Kittu and Kitiyattam have been the traditional 
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the study of Sanskrit grammar. After the evening we were to begin practising the 
movements of the eyes. Then we had to recite the s/okas from memory. Thus our training 
in boyhood stretched over the whole day. My brother and I passed through this difficult 
period of training together. 

As for myself, I persevered in this difficult training chiefly because of my fear of the 
uncles. If the things taught one day were not repeated correctly the next day, uncle would 
beat us mercilessly. If we showed the slightest slackness or lack of attention, we would 
not be given food that night; uncle had given this instruction to his mother. I found more 
pleasure in playing with the children of the neighbourhood and doing some mischief. I 
happened to be endowed with more than normal physical energy; so I delighted in such 
physical exercises as swimming in the large temple-tank, climbing tall trees, etc. In my 
village there was an English school. My heart’s desire was to study in that school, get 
some good government job and lead a happy life. So this hard training in Kutiyattam had 
no attraction for me. But my uncles opposed my idea of studying in an English school. So 
I was forced to continue my study of Kitiyattam in the Gurukula mode, there being no 
other choice. 

My debut (Arangettam) in Kitiyattam was performed when I was eleven years old at 
the temple of our family-deity, the Bhagavati of Tirumandhamkunnu temple. I played the 
role of Sutradhara in the play Balacharita. Five years later, my debut as a performer of 
Prabandha Kiittu took place when I was sixteen years old at the Trikkovil temple at 
Chennamangalam. When this debut was over, I was considered fit for playing minor roles 
in Kiitiyattam. So I was given minor roles in the plays in which my uncles were playing 
major roles; the presence of the uncles in the same plays gave me greater confidence. 
Even when I went to see a performance, my uncle Chachu Chakyar insisted that I should 
study the play thoroughly; only then I would be benefitted by seeing it. Another matter to 
which our uncles paid special attention was our daily devotional duties like Japa (prayer) 
both in the morning and evening and such other devotional exercises. Though I had 
acquired some interest in, and love for, acting by that time, yet I must confess, I did not 
yet have any great zeal or passion for Kittu and Kitiyattam. 

It was when I was twenty years old that my uncle, Madhava Chakyar, died 
prematurely. He was only forty-eight years old at that time. As Chachu Chakyar had 
become very renowned, he was constantly in demand for special performances and so he 
was on tour most of the time. So the responsibility of attending to the urgent performances 
of the family fell on my uncle Madhava Chakyar. Uncle Madhava Chakyar was a master 
equally of abhinaya and Prabandha Kiittu. His abhinaya as Sugriva in the play 
Balivadham and in the role of Hanuman in Toranayuddham had been very powerful. In 
Prabhandha Kiittu he was almost equal to Chachu Chakyar. But his love and respect for 
his elder brother, Chachu Chakyar, was as great as that of Lakshmana for Sri Rama; so he 
allowed his brother to go for the major performances in distant places, remaining content 
with attending to the affairs of the family at home. Uncle Madhava Chakyar had married 
a Nangiar woman from the Pitickaparampil family. This house is situated about seven 
kilometers from Irinjalakuda (seat of the Ammannur family). In those days the wife 
always lived in her own house and the custom was for the husband to go to her house 
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occasionally. As uncle Madhava Chakyar loved his wife very much, he used to go to his 
wife’s house, after finishing his supper at 9 p.m., walking all the seven kilometres to her 
house. Early in the morning he would walk back all that distance to our house at 
Irinjalakuda. In those days there were no buses or other means for travelling. 

The death of his younger brother at the age of 48 came as a heavy blow to Chachu 
Chakyar. He had now to look after all the family affairs besides going to major 
performances at distant places. This was too heavy a burden for him to carry; noticing this 
I decided that it was my duty to fill Uncle Madhava Chakyar’s vacancy as early as I could. 
I decided to study all the routine Kuttu and Kiitiyattam as quickly as possible so as to 
make myself fit to bear part of the burden of my elder uncle. I started training under uncle 
Chachu Chakyar to learn thoroughly all the periodical performances that had to be made 
in the temples of Irinjalakuda and Thrissur. According to the advice of Chachu Chakyar 
[ started ‘Bhajanam’ in the Koodal Manikyam temple at Irinjalakuda. I remained all the 
time in the temple, coming to the house only for taking food. All the time I remained in 
the temple Kittampalam to learn the important plays thoroughly. When forty-one days of 
this Bhajanam were over, I was fit to perform Surpanakhankam perfectly well and had 
learned the Attaprakara of that play fully. In that year Surpanakhankam was presented, in 
which I played the role of Sri Rama, my brother (Parameswaran) acted the role of 
Lakshmana and Uncle Chachu Chaykar played the role of Surpanakha. In this way I 
started learning all the important Kitiyattam plays. Uncle Chachu Chakyar showed the 
utmost skill and greatest care in teaching us. He was very particular that we should be 
clear and accurate in the utterance of each word and line, in the use of the mudras, and 
in our abhinaya. We had to repeat before him the abhinaya of each line several times. 
Again and again he would scold us with such correcting remarks as: “your hands do not 
move correctly”, your eye-balls do not move correctly”, and “your eyes do not bring out 
the proper expression”. Then he would ask us to do the whole thing again. We had 10 
Tepeat everything again and again several times until he was fully satisfied. In keeping the 
body in the right posture, in showing the mudras and in the coordination between eyes and 
hands, he demanded cent per cent accuracy and artistic effect. The smallest defect was not 
tolerated by him—such was the rigorousness of his teaching. He pointed out all our 
shortcomings. He also took care to provide us with ample opportunities to acquire Heo 
Parichaya (stage experience). In those days, in the field of Kitiyattam, Chachu ‘ hoe 
was the brightest star. He was the favourite Kitiyattam actor of all audiences inclu “4 
the Maharaja of Cochin. But in the midst of his Kittu, he ridiculed and scolded we 2 
without any mercy. His eyes had a remarkble sparkle and piercing quality. His world w 
confined to Ki iitiyattam. . ‘ 

His dally ieee seco he had no desire for any kind of luxury. hp 
When a Kitiyattam performance was arranged, the organizers te ar. In those 
from different families. But the leadership was always given to Chachu Chakyar. 

: 3 : ces in other places and we 
days we, his disciples, were always taken by him to performant we were respected, 
Mi even made to play some roles in them. Wherever we went 

‘ause we were the nephews of Chachu Chakyar. S angalam 

Once the cepeneiiy for conducting Angulicakam oe aint had 
temple near Kodungallur fell on my shoulders. When Angul 
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reached the third day, the most famous family of that place, the Paliam family, sent a 
messenger to me to find out whether I could conduct a Prabandha Kuttu. It was the 
Valiamma (eldest female member) of the Paliam family who sent the messenger; she 
expressed a desire to listen to my Prabandha Kittu performance. The messenger was a 
Nangiar; I readily gave an affirmative reply. So from the next day onwards the Valiamma 
arranged a Prabandha Kittu lasting for five days. I performed the Kuttu one day. The next 
day the Valiamma sent this message to me: “I heard Madhavan’s Kittu one day. That is 
enough for the time being. The programme may be cancelled.” This was a shattering 
message to me. If she was satisfied with one day’s performance and did not want to hear 
it any more, then my performance must have been horribly bad. I lost all my confidence 
and faith in myself. The messenger offered me three rupees as the remueration sent by the 
Valiamma for one day’s performance. I refused to accept that amount. I told him: ‘I have 
conducted Kittu only on one day. For one day’s performance I don’t want any payment.’ 
The messenger then said: “If you don’t accept this amount it would be an insult to the 
Valiamma. So please accept it.” I replied: “I don’t want to touch that money with my 
hand. If you insist on my accepting it, you may place it on the floor and go.” Thus the 
difficult problem was somehow solved. 

On the afternoon of that day, while I was going to the temple to perform the 
Anguliyankam Kittu, and old acquaintance of the Paliam family named Kunjunny Achan 
met me on the way. He said to me: “Chakyar, will there not be your Prabandha Kittu this 
night also?” Then I narrated to him what had happened, how the Valiamma had 
humiliated me. Then he said: “That is not proper, what the Valiamma did was wrong. You 
must conduct the Kittu tonight also. It will be at my expense.” Though I had some 
unwillingness to perform the Kittu at the same place, I yielded to his request. 

After the Kittu on that day Kunjunny Achan met me and asked me to conduct the 
Kattu the next day also. In this way I conducted the Kittu on the next three days also so 
that the original programme of a five-day Kiittu was carried out. But on the fifth day, after 
the Kattu Kunjunny Achan requested me to continue the Kittu for twelve days more. Now 
my performance became more interesting to the audience and their number increased day 
by day. The twelve-day Kiittu was a grand success. When that programme was over, the 
Valiamma came to me and invited me to her house for lunch the next day. The next day, 
after lunch, she gave me five rupees and two dhotis. She said: “The Kittu was very good. 
Now you must come here every year in this season and perform a Kittu.” Whenever Igo 
for a Prabandha Kattu, I always remember the Valiamma and Kunjunny Achan with 
gratitude. They gave me a lesson which I will never forget in my life. 

According to the Valiamma’s request I started performing an annual Kattu regulary at 
the Chennamangalam temple. Once while I was conducting this Kiittu, a messenger came 
from the Kodungallur palace. He conveyed to me a request from the Kodungallur Raja 
that I should conduct a five-day Kittu at the Sringapuram temple there. The Kodungallur 
Raja and the members of his royal family were unequalled in their scholarship in Sanskrit. 
There was a small body of pandits in the palace called the Vidwat-Sadas; its reputation 
had spread all over India. The great pandits of this Sadas were deeply learned in all the 
subjects. I conducted a five-day Kiittu there. Wheri I went to the palace at the end of the 
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Kiittu to take leave, the wife of the great Sanskrit scholar, Manthitta Nampoothiri, Kunji 
Kavu Thampuratti, told me; “Madhava, you should study a little more Sanskrit.” When I 
replied that there were no facilities at home for me to pursue my higher studies in Sanskrit, 
she kindly said: “Then you can come here and live here”. I gratefully accepted the 
invitation and returned home. After two months, with the permission of my uncle, I went 
to the Kodungallur palace. The Thampuratty’s son, Rama Varma Thampuran, made all 
arrangements for me to live there as a member of the house. I started higher studies in 
Sanskrit under the Thampuratty and her husband, Manthitta Nampoothiri, who were both 
great scholars in Sanskrit. The Kodungallur Thampurans had extended their knowledge 
over all subjects. In addition to scholarship in the Sanskrit language, they were thoroughly 
learned in such subjects as Ayurveda, Yogavidya, Jyotisha (astrology), music, Natya- 
sastra etc. In the Vidwat-Sadas there, discussions and debates were regularly held on all 
subjects. In fact the Kodungallur palace was a sort of Gurukulam where higher knowledge 
in all the above-mentioned subjects could be obtained. The Raja, Bhagavatar Kunjunny 
Thampuran, the ruling prince of the Kodungallur at that time, and his uncle had profound 
erudition in Narya-sastra and all kinds of abhinaya; they had, indeed, made some original 
research in those subjects. Kunjunny Thampuran was more known as an exponent of 
Natya-sastra than as the ruling king of Kodungallur. 

Rama Varma Thampuran once took me to the Bhagavatar Kunjunny Thampuran. At 
that time Thampuran was almost laid up with a severe attack of the disease called 
‘Bhagandaram’, Yet sitting there, he seemed to be doing all his work with great energy, I 
prostrated before him and stood there reverentially. Since boyhood I had been suffering 
from a feeling of inferiority complex caused by the bluish colour of my iris. This was & 
constant source of worry for me because the eye is an important organ for the Kitiyattam 
artiste. I was always in doubt whether the blue colour of my eye would mar the effect of 
my abhinaya. Now I expressed my fear to Thampuran. At once he asked me, Chakyar, , 
if you weep, does it not look like weeping? If you laugh, does it not look like laughing? 
Thad a desite to study abhinaya a little more while staying at his palace. When I expressed 
this desire to him, he gladly accepted me as his pupil. ’ 

From the next day onwards, I started practice in abhinaya under him. Kannu- 


Sadhakam (eye-exercise) and rasabhinayam—Valia Thampuran had conducted research 


in these two subjects. While he was giving me practice, he spoke to me about breathing 
s of the eye in the expression of 


and its effect on facial expressions; the potentialitie ; : 
emotions (rasas)—all this :. clearly explained to me. I remembered that Pattikkamthodi 
Ravunny Menon and Mani Madhava Chakyar had been pupils iki rd tand 

My training under him usually began at 3 p.m. Focussing the eyes on 4 “3 ° othe 
then on a distant object and the netrabhinaya related to them was the first Freee felt to 
came the expression of the nine rasas. The sthayibhava fermenting nai so ce each 
be clearly grasped first. The breathing has to be regulated in a special way f0 Pr ies it 
Of these rasas on the face. The rasa-bhava becomes clearer and more expressive 


’ . 's style of 
1S accompanied by the right method of breath-control. This was ian a bh saat 
acting emotions. In rasabhinaya, the actor must know when to aceon se Heats 
when to Mitigate it to suit the context. This requires long on SE 
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practised rasabhinaya according to the method called svara-vayu. The eight rasas of 
natya have a close connection with the seven svaras of music, The method svara-vayu is 
based upon this close relationship between rasas, svaras and breath-control. Thampuran 
was also a musician, a master of the svaras. This helped him to master the svara-vayu 
technique. But as I was not a musician, he did not teach me this method. 

By controling the breath properly, an actor can gain concentration on any particiular 
bhava. That is why control of the pranas (vayu) is so important in rasabhinaya. When a 
man dies a natural death, that death is preceded by the operation of the three vayus 
(climacteric breathing), Chinnan, Mahan and Urdhavan. If an actor can operate these three 
vayus accurately in their proper order and strength he can enact death very well. He taught 
me this method of imitating death. As a result of learning this abhinaya, I was able to 
elaborate the acting of death when I was playing the role of Bali in Balivadham 
Kitiyattam. 

Whenever I was free for a few days, when I had no other programme, I went to the 
Kodungallur palace and renewed my contact with the great masters there. This practice 
lasted for two years. Whatever Thampuran taught me and demonstrated to me, I was able 
to imbibe because by inheritance and tradition I had acquired the capacity, physical and 
mental, for absorbing knowledge. Moreover, the daily habit of prayer helped me to 
concentrate my mind on anything. In order to keep the body in good health I used to 
perform about three hundred Surya-namskaras in the morning. 

Great Gurus always loved their sincere and devoted pupils as their own children. They 
never taught for any payment or remuneration. They wanted to transmit whatever 
knowledge and skill they had to younger generations. They also thought of getting a name 
through their students. At the same time, really learned gurus and artistes were honoured 
and respected by the society and the rulers of the country gave them and their families all 
financial assistance and protection. 

Unfortunately the whole set-up of the society has changed now. In the altered political 
and social set-up the Gurukula system of education has vanished. Classical arts like 
Kitiyattam founded on scientific concepts cannot be taught in a short course of three or 
four years. It is for the purpose of instructing and training the younger generation in this 
art, in the same way in which I had learnt it, that the Institution called Ammannur Chachu 
Chakyar Gurukulam was founded a few years ago. The fact that the Sangeet Natak 
Akademi in Delhi has, though belatedly, recognized this Gurukulam and has promised to 
give it protection and help has given us great hope, comfort and expectations. 


